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1: The Last Shift

1: The Last Shift
heard Donald running down the corridor calling name, but | didn't
care. | just tightened the straps on my backpagk walking toward the
door. In fact, | sped up, hoping to get to the pagkot before he could
catch me.

It was no use. For a chubby short guy, he wasypfast. He caught up
to me mere steps from the sliding doors and grabfedy the arm.

"Hey, Corbin, if I didn't know any better, I'd tikinthat you were
ignoring me. I've been yelling the whole way dowa hall.”

"Huh? Oh, sorry, | didn't hear you. All this ovemg you've been
giving me must be taking a toll."

"Look, we've got four coming in, severe trauma, sokind of
explosion. You know how things have been goinghe ER today. We're
going to need a couple of extra hands. I'm tryinggét a team togethe
before they get here. Dr. Dressel is already gt suit on."”

"A suit? So this is a formal dance?"

"Yeah, didn't | say? We were told there's some kihdiological agent
involved."

"Look, Donald, I just finished a thirty hour shiind you want me to
stay longer so | can play with some horribly infeas disease carriers unde
the direction of the biggest jerk-off doctor in thespital?"

I must have been raising my voice, because Domalkeld shocked.
He just stood there with his mouth open and blirdieche.

-

| was too tired to worry about losing my job.
"Not tonight, friend. This nurse needs sleep.'rhéad to leave.

That snapped him out of his stupor. "So who amingto get to come
in?"

"Call the twins, they only live like a block fronere.” | called back as
the doors opened for me.

Apparently that idea satisfied him, because he 'ditilow me
outside.

The sun had already set and the desert air wasgaalpidly. There
was no smog and few lights in the city so the staae plentiful and bright.
In the grocery store parking lot across the stteetRed Cross had set uy
three trailers. One still had its lights on and vgasrounded by a sizable
crowd.

| thought that it was odd for the blood drive todmng on so late, if
indeed it was still open. That was also way mom@ppelined up for a blood
drive trailer than I'd ever seen in Oasis. | glahaemy watch and saw | had
a while until the late bus came, so | decided &ckthit out.

The three trailers sat just outside the main en&ato The Four
Brother's Market where they could inflict the magiilt on customers
entering and leaving the store.

Two of the trailers looked like they had seen mhtood drives. The
paint was peeling in places, dirt clung to everglhand cranny, and the tires
were looking more than a little bald. The thirdileawas clean, practically
sparkling.

As | got closer, | picked up a faint smell of frgshint. Even the metal
stairs that led to the door looked brand new. Tgi# Was on inside. A hand-
drawn sign on the door explained the reason fohthmoub.

It read, "Today Only, West Nile Virus Vaccination."

Something about the whole deal made my gut chudidh't know
there was a vaccination for West Nile. After alhdrmally keep tabs on that
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sort of thing. Why would they do this with the btbdrive? What was the

deal with the hand painted sigii@ have thought they'd do a little more

promotion for something as high-profile as the VWit Virus.

There were just too many questions, and since Isleate time, | just
had to find out exactly what was going on. A feasties of my hospital ID
got me through the crowd and to the trailer's stair

A middle aged man flung open the door as | reathedottom step.
He gripped his upper left arm like it was goindgat off. As he stepped out,
he turned his head back to whoever was inside.fatie was red, and his
voice was raised and shaking.

“I'm calling the police.”

He turned, brushed his arm against the door jamvanded in pain.
His eyes darted about the scene as he scrambéewitbthe closing door.

| reached out to help steady the man.

He squinted at me for a split second, then jerkedtoulder away and
made a grunting noise that sounded something ke gff."

The crowd murmured as the man stumbled his wayitiro

At first | was taken aback by the man's actione $hock gave way to
a burning curiosityWhat could possibly be his problerh?arted up the
steps, caught the still-closing door, and steppsitlé.

The scene before me immediately confirmed my flat this trailer
had nothing to do with the Red Cross, or any readioal practice.

Right past the door on one end there was a talte fdalding chairs,
and a wastebasket. On the other end was a desk ldatchenette. It smelled
as new inside as the outside looked. On the entieotable lay a line of
uncapped syringes filled with a brownish substanfiee garbage was
uncovered and contained a pile of used needles. dlwe-skinned men
were scrambling to unload something from the refagor into a large
cooler. They were so engrossed in their projedt tiingy didn't even notice
me slip in.
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A scream from the parking lot broke their work-iedd trance.

Their heads snapped up. The closest man snatchéueumoler. He
sprinted straight at me. The other man yelled sbimgtin a language |
didn't understand.

Before the adrenaline could even hit my veins, 1 feyself lurch
toward the man.

He had at least fifty pounds on me and a good afealomentum built
up as we collided.

The cooler crunched into my chest.
| groped in the air, but couldn't catch hold of asgailant.

| flew back against the table and landed on therfldohe man kicked
open the door and ran through.

The second guy had been right behind him, but s@s he reached
the door. He turned and glared at me lying on kber.f His eyes narrowed
and his jaw tightened. He marched straight for me.

The instinct for survival had taken over now. Ofithee corner of my
eye | spied one of the full syringes, fallen to fleor with the crash. |
reached for the needle and sat up.

The second man was now upon me. Time almost stopped
moment and | saw him draw his right leg back imshaotion. As his kick
collided with my stomach, | saw my hand plunge $lygnge into his left
thigh.

His eyes opened wide. He gasped. The man's furyreydaced with
fear.

He staggered back and pulled the syringe out olelgisthen stared at
it for a moment and let it fall to the ground. A mibled prayer or perhaps a
curse crossed his lips and he turned to leave.otdith backwards glance he
went out into the night.

The crash had knocked the wind out of me, andugsgted to get my
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breathing under control. The sharp pain of congete way to a dull
throbbing in my gut that kept pace with my heartbesolled forward to my
hands and knees. At length | was able to extendgtsps into deeper
breaths. My eyes went out of focus and | just ptuaced out for a bit.

The shrill cry of a siren broke my trance. Red aiite flashing lights
came through the window. The shouting increasent fitte gathering crowd
outside.

Oh, good, an ambulanc&/orking in the ER, | had gotten used to that

siren.

I was still reeling with the impact of it all aspulled myself up. My
legs felt a bit wobbly. As | continued to regain ragmposure, questions
filled my head. What was in those syringes? Whaeweose two unloading
from the fridge? What was up with that guy who la#t | came in? My
stomach and brain were tied up in knots.

| used the door handle for support.

The scene outside was one of morbid excitement.rdwd was
gathered around two paramedics helping someonehengtound about
halfway to the grocery store entrance. | couldk mat bits of commentary
from shouts in the crowd.

"l wonder what happened to him?"

"I think he's having a seizure."

"If it's rabies, he'll have to get 35 shots IN FBSOMACH..."
"He sounds like he's in a lot of pain..."

"That nut job bit me!" cried one man as he forceslvirlay out of the
crowd.

My ears perked up and | stood on my toes, tryinfpliow the bitten
man's progress. | lost sight of him in the busywto

When | looked back, the paramedics were pushingaa wn a
stretcher toward the ambulance.

| wondered what had become of the two others Idaes in the trailer.
| scanned around the crowd to see if they had stumknd.

No dice.

As | looked around | caught a glimpse of the marthenstretcher. It
was the same man who had stormed out of the traitdrcled around the
crowd so | could get a better view.

| only saw him for a moment as the EMTs loaded himo the
ambulance. His face was twisted in a painful grimm&te was moaning quite
loudly, and could be heard over the buzz of thevdroHe was strapped
down to the stretcher, and thrashing violentlyhie testraints. It looked as if
they could break at any moment. As the doors clddegrd him shout a
tortured warning.

"The sssssshot!"

| felt it in my gut just like the kick minutes bet The syringes. |
reached for a pants pocket and remembered thad kiibin scrubs. | found
my cell phone in my backpack and dialed the emegeoom.

The receptionist picked up.

"Oasis Medical Center emergency room, how cang fiel?"
"Bridgette, its Corbin."

"Great, you want to pick up an extra shift?"

"No. But listen up, there's a guy on his way theght now."
"Are you sure? Because we could really use the indhere."

"Yes, now you need to send someone out here taagample of
whatever this guy was injected with."

"Yes you're sure or yes you'll come in?"

"Bridgette, | need you to listen."

"And we need at least two more nurses in here."

"I'm already scheduled to be back tomorrow at nddrere's a whole
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trailer full of hazardous material over here acrthes street. Send someone
over. It's the new trailer. They were telling peogl was a vaccination for
West Nile. | gotta get some sleep. Bye."

The adrenalin rush was dipping and | was tired ghotlnat | didn't
even feel guilty for hanging up on her. | triedtbonk of what that brown
stuff could have been to cause such a reactiored, ut | was just too tired
to focus. | needed sleep in the worst way, so lenagl my mind to head
home and attempt to get it.

As | turned to go, | saw what appeared to be hiathe Oasis Police
Department swarming into the parking lot. Flashigbts flooded the once
dim lot and sirens drowned out the shouts of tlevdr The squad cars
formed a loose circle around us. One of the copslymed a bullhorn, and
urged us to stay calm, something about a biologicadat, and they just
needed to escort us to the hospital for a quickestng.

| was not interested in going back to the hospitbk only thing | was
interested in was quiet. | just needed to coaxaa from my tired brain.

| came up with a pretty lame one, but | decidedjitee it a shot
anyway.




2. At The Hospital

2: At The Hospital

headed straight for the officer who looked likeviigs giving orders and
held up my hospital ID.

"Name's Corbin St. Laurent, I'm from the hospitaAre you in
charge?"
"I'm a little busy. What do you want?"

"As you get ready to march that group to the haspit at all possible
separate the ones who have actually been in tihertra

"Is that all?" Something in the crowd grabbed Hisrdgion. He shouted
into the bullhorn. "Somebody stop those kids!"

He took a couple of steps toward where the actias mappening.

| decided I'd better make it easy for him to serel away. "Oh, and
there's a guy who got bitten in that crowd if yaum adentify him, that would
be just..."

"We'll do what we can. No promises.” With that, tbek off at a jog
shouting instructions all the way.

| called after him. "I'm just going to head backdaget a biohazard
suit, OK?" He couldn't hear me, but some of thecaunding policemen did.

| was a little worried that someone would stop img, | suppose my
show had worked, because no one said anythingex#tdd the circle of
police. | walked briskly in the direction of the dpmtal, which also happenec
to be the direction of the bus stop.

With all of the commotion, no one noticed that Ht go to the
hospital. No one noticed that | waited at the top.sNo one noticed that |
got on the bus.

| woke up late to find my bedroom uncomfortably maSummer was
in full swing a little early, and my apartment d¢retthird floor always caught
the full brunt of the morning sun.

| stretched and looked at the clock. | was alrelzaly an hour late for
work.

| took a two minute shower, scrambled into a clpaim of scrubs, and
threw my wallet, phone and jacket into my backpdakan out the door and
down the stairs. | sprang into the lobby and stdppe

Andy and Tim were already watching TV on the bigesa in the
lobby. Tim was a dentist that lived on the sectiodr and had his office
down here on the ground floor. He used the bidgraklobby as his waiting
room, and often just sat around talking to folkslevlwvaiting for customers
to come in. Him, | didn't mind. It was Andy.

| was never quite sure what Andy did for a liviag, anytime I'd ever
been home in the daytime, he was staring at thatH&'was by far my least
favorite neighbor. He also had the not-quite-amgability to sense who
had entered the room without ever glancing awamftiee screen.

"Hey Core, is that you? Late for work again, arga'tbuddy? Come
check this out, | think these guys are relatedot.y

A special news broadcast was showing pictureswfftiddle Eastern
men. The headline on the screen read "Botched ri&tiack." A fashionable
blond twenty-something was describing how a cell tefrorists had
somehow gotten hold of a biological agent, mostljika virus, it wasn't
clear at this time, and were making a bomb. Somgthient wrong before
they could finish, and the bomb had partially exgld, discharging its
payload. The terrorists were being cared for in@lasis Medical Center. The
warehouse they had been using was already tenteqguamantined.

The picture changed to a reporter in front of thegdital, and several
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soldiers were walking by. "The Army has locked dotine hospital, we
believe to prevent any further terrorist attackss lalso known that at least
two more members of this terrorist cell are atéarfhey were attempting tc
spread this virus by giving fake West Nile Vacciaas from this trailer in

the grocery store lot across the street.” The carpanned around to the
trailer | had visited the night before. "If you @anyone you know received an
injection here last night, or have any informatmnthe men who gave them,

please contact the police."

Andy turned slightly towards Tim, eyes still on thet. "Didn't one of
those pictures look exactly like Corbin here?" Heags spoke just a little
too loudly for comfort.

Tim shrugged and looked at me. "I, | don't thinK'so

Andy spun around to look at me. | think it was tingt time | had ever
seen him look away from the television. "Where yova from again? Iraq,
somewhere?"

"Montana. We've had this conversation."

"That's crap Core. Nobody up there has skin lixery. I've been, you
know. Plus its on TV all the time."

| wanted desperately to bunch up a fist and purniohih the face.
Instead, | closed my eyes for a moment and tookep dreath. "My mom
was from Spain. My dad's from Montana, where | grgw He's almost as
big a redneck prick as you." | hate it when s#lifis out like that.

"What did you just..." Andy stood, with color rigirnn his cheeks. |
had touched a nerve. He was a pretty big man. Ineadr really noticed it
before, because in the year and a half | had limethe Millers Crossing
Apartments | had only seen him sitting, and in #&he couch, too.

| figured I'd better not push my luck, so | justted for the door.

Between obscenities, | heard him shout, "Don't igawe like that, Mr.
Corbin, uh, whatever-your-name-is!"

The television went on about a possible militargyckiade on the road
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out of town.

As | reached for the door, Andy hurled one last w@nt. "You turn
around. Never turn your back on the offensive.li@éense will score a
touchdown every time!"

I must admit, | really wanted to stay and figuré mst what exactly
that was supposed to mean. Instead, | left comtéhtthe knowledge that |
had finally gotten to him.

The bus was detoured away from the hospital, andp#rd me off a
block behind the grocery store. That meant I'd/éteanother five minutes
late.

The scene on the street between the hospital amckryr store was
alive with activity. The military had flown in oweight and set up a
perimeter of plastic barricades around the hospitiaé trailer where | had
been kicked had been covered with a plastic teme. Jolice had taped off
the entrance to the grocery store. Reporters, @m@ws and onlookers
were swarming everywhere, trying to get a handléhersituation.

| was overwhelmed by the sea of activity before heeemed like
half the town was on the street. What was in tlsysimges that could have
possibly generated this kind of response? | shoatdeny way through the
crowd and flagged down a guard on the perimetarratohe hospital.

| showed him my hospital ID. "I work in the emerggmoom. Is there
any way for me to get in there?"

"No, sir. No one goes in or out."
"Are you sure?"
He just scowled at me until | backed into the crowd

On some level, that interaction relieved rAg.least | won't be fired
for showing up late if | couldn't get in anywdydug around my backpack
for my phone and dialed the nurses' desk, thernesdtdrack through the
crowd.

Bridgette was still there. She informed me thattibspital was locked
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down by the police about an hour after | had caléed night. The military
had arrived shortly thereafter and army doctorschilg took over the third
floor. Everybody that had been infected with théhpgen had been moved
there, and hospital staff was no longer being aechitThe doctors who had
been treating the victims had told her they wesdtprsure it was some type
of virus. Before she hung up, she let me know #met thought the whole
thing was getting blown way out of proportion, amt she didn't know
what all the stink was about.

| felt a little better due to her flippant attituded began to wonder if
the whole show wasn't just a major overreactionl Asulled the situation
over my stomach reminded me that | hadn't eatenl yigfured there would
be no point in arguing with it, so | might as wgdit some breakfast.

| turned to leave and collided with someone.

She must have been running, because she was kniteked her butt.
| stumbled back and bumped into a couple more peopl

The girl was cute, and looked really familiar.

| extended a hand. "I'm so sorry. Are you OK?"

"Fine." She smiled. Her brunette ponytail bounagst p little as she
got to her feet. "l was just trying to catch you@ay how funny it is that we
should run into each other here. Then you spunnarand... | guess this just
makes the joke all the funnier."

| couldn't help but smile back. "I'm still sorryuth how do we know
each other?"
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scrunched up her nose. "Back at the U. We vaérpartners for the

e
S;st couple of weeks in chemistry, weren't we? Yoame's Corbin,
sn't it?"

That's it. Now, what was her namé&3h yeah, that's right. | mean, ye

it is. Are you sure?"
"Are you?"
"l mean about being my lab partner.”
"You don't remember me? I'm hurt."
"It was that chem for medicine majors, right?"
"Yep.”
"And we had that bald professor that always smdikedfish."

"That's the one. Do you remember me now?" She drdmner
eyebrows.

"OK. It's not that | don't remember you at alls ijust that | don't
remember much about you. | had seven lab parthatsémester. There wa
single dad, angry feminist, the crazy one with hbets, goth girl, pot head
sandwich guy, and the cute one. I'm pretty surewere either goth girl or
the cute one.”

"Goth girl or the cute one, huh?" She raised arbeye in a mock
scold and folded her arms. "What if I'm still thegay feminist?"

you play on the soccer team?"
"So youdoremember me."

"Yeah, you were definitely the cute one." | smiksghin. "I mean you
are the cute one."

She rolled her eyes and smiled back. "That wadaimest line I've
ever heard. Ever."

| decided to take a chance. "Even so, you wanetegme breakfast?"

She lowered her eyebrows and cocked her head.I'f®kprry. | can't,
I'm married now."

"What? Really?"

"Not really. Let's go." She laughed and grabbedamy. She pulled a
little bit, but then turned back. "Um, | guess Indoknow where we're

going."
| pointed in the opposite direction with my thuribhis way."

S

| asked what she had been doing in the area.

She told me she had just finished her morning nh laer dad had
hauled her there with him. She pointed out two menrt to The Four
Brothers' Market. They were shouting at a uniformeltlier. She explained
that one was her dad, and the other her unclethreydwere two of the four
brothers after which the store was named. They vistiag to get the
authorities to let them open it up again.

"Dad's the one doing less yelling. He's a littissl@assionate than my
s uncles.” She almost looked embarrassed to say it.

About half a block down sat a tiny café sandwichetiveen two large
office buildings. It had been my favorite since targed working at the
hospital. The food was nothing spectacular, butdsg it just felt like | was
helping to support the little guy.

The café was empty except for us. | had never Sedrhappen before.
Everybody in the area had swarmed to the hospits¢¢ what was going on.

"Couldn't be, that was a guy." Something sparkédit' a minute, did
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